
  
    EDGAR ALLAN POE


    AMERICAN WRITER AND POET


    
      	Born in Boston, United States in 1809.


      	Died in Baltimore, United States in 1849.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1838), Poe’s only completed novel


          	The Murders in the Rue Morgue (1841), short story


          	The Pit and the Pendulum (1842), short story


          	The Raven (1845), narrative poem

        

      

    


    Edgar Allan Poe was an American short story writer, poet, critic, novelist and editor. He is best known for his morbid tales of horror, many of which are now regarded as literary classics. Poe had a turbulent family background, moving often and losing both parents at a young age. He later married his landlady’s daughter, Virginia, when she was just 13, and her death nine years later profoundly affected his writing and his emotional state. Poe struggled financially throughout his life until his early death, possibly from TB exacerbated by the effects of alcohol. He popularised American Gothic horror with short stories such as The Pit and the Pendulum and is considered the forefather of the modern detective genre with Murders in the Rue Morgue. His style has influenced writers such as Baudelaire (French poet, 1821-1867) and Dostoevsky (Russian writer, 1821-1881).

  


  
    THE IMP OF THE PERVERSE


    APOLOGIA FROM A CONDEMNED MAN´S CELL


    
      	Genre: horror short story


      	Reference edition: Poe, E. A. (1846) The Imp of the Perverse. The May Flower magazine.


      	1st edition: July 1845


      	Themes: insanity, responsibility, morality, guilt

    


    The Imp of the Perverse was initially written for magazine publication, later being published as a short story, and it is written from the point of view of an unnamed narrator who is awaiting execution for murder. From his cell he explains how and why he has reached this point, outlining the planning and carrying out of the murder and his later confession and expounding his philosophy that all people have within them a perverse imp that compels them to act against their best interests. This short story includes elements of psychology, philosophy, logic and religious mysticism, and can also be read as an apologia by Poe for some of his own irrational behaviour. On initial publication it was poorly received by critics, with complaints that the thinking behind the theory and its explanation were incoherent and that the story structure, half essay, half narrative was confusing for readers.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    This story begins as an essay before becoming a monologue by the narrator addressed to an un-named listener. Like many of the protagonists in Poe’s work, it becomes apparent that the narrator in this piece, though he is able to talk lucidly, rationally and even intelligently, is mentally unbalanced and may be completely insane.


    TOMORROW I DIE


    The setting of the tale is a cell where the unnamed narrator is awaiting his execution the following morning. The story describes the events that have led him to this point. He begins to outline, in a style that is more like a philosophical essay than a short story, his theory about the eponymous imp which has brought him to this point. The language is dense, wordy and often pretentious, with allusions to contemporary ideas on human personality and morality. The narrator suggests that there is actual scientific evidence for the existence of this perverse being within us all: “…as an innate and primitive principle of human action, a paradoxical something, which we may callperverseness, for want of a more characteristic term.” (p.13). This impulse, which the narrator characterises as an imp, compels us to act in ways that are self-destructive and explains the seemingly irrational behaviours enacted by all of us at one time or another. This section includes elements of philosophy, phrenology (a system which involved the definition of personality traits by measurement of the skull), transcendentalism, psychology and religion, all of which are propounded by the narrator to support his ideas. He explains that he is a victim of the Imp of the Perverse, which is actually responsible for his present situation.


    A PERFECT MURDER


    The story then takes on a more familiar narrative style as the actual murder that led the narrator to this cell is described. The dead man was a rich relative and his murder was cunningly planned. The narrator had read about Madame Pilau, a Frenchwoman who almost died after she breathing in smoke from a candle that had been poisoned inadvertently. The narrator’s intended victim was known to read in bed every night before he went to sleep, using a candle in a room that was dark and badly ventilated. As such, the narrator describes how he substituted the usual candle for one that he had made himself and added poison to. The victim then inhaled the poison and died. The candle stub was removed by the killer, leaving no trace or evidence of any wrong-doing behind. In effect, he had planned and committed the perfect crime. The murder was deemed by the coroner at the inquest to be an act of God and no blame was attached to the murderer. Subsequently, the narrator gained financially by his actions, inheriting wealth from the victim, and for many years he lived a very comfortable life, sure of his safety. He declares that he enjoyed the fact that he was walking around undetected as much as he enjoyed the money he gained from his crime.


    WHEN IN DOUBT…


    Years pass, and despite the fact that no one has accused him of committing any crime, the narrator has periods of inner doubt which become increasingly frequent. To counteract these, he begins to use a comforting mantra, saying over and over again “I am safe”. This works for a short time and he realises that he is undoubtedly safe unless he openly confesses to the murder: “I am safe – I am safe – yes – if I be not fool enough to make an open confession” (p.20). These thoughts lead him to consider if he is actually capable of confessing, and this idea becomes increasingly intrusive and obsessive, disrupting his previous security.


    THERE IS BLOOD ON MY HANDS


    As these thoughts begin to take over his life, the narrator eventually panics and runs into the street, where he draws attention to himself by his bizarre behaviour, and he is finally stopped and questioned by the police. It is at this point that the Imp inside makes itself known and he feels that he must confess, doing so loudly, coherently and publicly. After this he is charged with murder. The confession is the only evidence against him at the trial, but it is more than enough for the jury to find him guilty and for him to be sentenced to execution by hanging.


    THE DEVIL MADE ME DO IT


    From his cell, the night before he is due to be executed, he blames the Imp of the Perverse for his present situation, claiming that it forced him to confess and to draw attention to his guilt. He is not to blame for his predicament, he tells the reader. And now he will be going to another place.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    Poe’s works often feature very few characters, but The Imp of the Perverse is exceptional even by his standards. There really is only one principal character: the unnamed narrator. Others, even the murder victim himself, are barely sketched in and a great deal is left to the reader’s imagination.


    THE NARRATOR


    The narrator of the short story is a convicted murderer, a man of cunning and intelligence, as evinced by the care he has taken in planning and then getting away with the perfect murder. He is greedy and seemingly without a conscience, living for many years on the spoils of his crime, untroubled by any regret for his actions. Indeed, he says that he found the fact that he got away with murder as satisfying as the wealth that the act brought him. He later seems to have been driven slowly mad by subconscious feelings of guilt, a decline that he attributes to the influence of the Imp rather than any pangs of real conscience. He is verbose to the point of annoying the reader: “Had I not been thus prolix, you might either have misunderstood me altogether, or, with the rabble, fancied me mad” (p.18), and uses this as an example of the perversity of the Imp. He seems to be well read and up to date with the latest philosophical theories about human behaviour, and touches on phrenology and psychology, which he uses to justify his theories. The narrator’s apparent decline into insanity means that, although he sees himself as perfectly sane, we cannot fully rely on his version of events.


    The narrator never expresses any overt guilt for the murder that he has committed. It is also notable that he appears to view the commission of the murder as entirely logical and understandable – he makes no attempt to blame the murder upon the Imp which he supposes drives him later to publicly confess. We see the story of the murder and subsequent confession only through his eyes, and his only attempt at justification comes when he tries to explain what has driven him to confess: “...I am…one of many uncounted victims of the Imp of the Perverse” (p.18). The character of the narrator may have represented Poe himself, who led a life that often seemed inexplicably self-destructive, so the narrator can be seen as speaking for the author, justifying some of his rasher actions.


    MADAME PILAU


    Madame Pilau is a French woman who almost accidentally dies after inhaling smoke from a poisoned candle. It is reading an account of this story that gives the narrator the idea for the murder, and it may even provide the impulse that leads to murder. Although we learn almost nothing about Madame Pilau, her experience underpins the dramatic thrust of the tale.


    THE MURDER VICTIM


    We are never sure of the real relationship between victim and killer, and we learn little about the murdered person except that they are rich, literate and a creature of habit. The murder is the event on which the theory of the Imp of the Perverse is based.


    THE AUDIENCE


    We are a silent audience, but one that it is necessary for the narrator to address if the storytelling of the murder is to make sense. We are drawn in by listening to the story as it is told, and by being presented with and then examining the theory he proposes. By accepting or rejecting his justifications for the crimes, the reader builds a relationship with the narrator. The narrator attempts to take us into his confidence and to reduce our feelings of repugnance about the crime and its later concealment by asking us to recall our own experiences of being self-destructive, drawing us together with him as he does so: “We stand upon the brink of a precipice- We peer in to the abyss – we grow sick and dizzy…Unaccountably we remain” (pp.16-17).

  


  
    ANALYSIS


    A TINY VIGNETTE OF HORROR


    The Imp of the Perverse is a difficult story to place categorically in a genre because it has an unusual structure, starting as an essay then reverting to a conventional short story, but most critics broadly agree that it is a tale of horror. The horror genre is generally characterised by elements that repulse or frighten the reader, with a central figure who is often malevolent or evil and with a growing sense of suspense built up through natural or supernatural elements. Poe is an acknowledged master of the genre and uses his skills to great effect in this story.


    The main character is a condemned murderer, who has carried out a vile and premeditated murder purely for the sake of getting rich, and has shown a spine-chilling cunning in doing so. The murder is perfect and he has successfully evaded detection for many years. The description of the planning of the murder and its subsequent execution, and the self-serving way that the narrator tries to evade responsibility for his actions, are emphasised by outlining a theory that invites the reader to join him in blaming the Imp of the Perverse for his present predicament: “Examine these and similar actions as we will, we shall find them resulting solely from the spirit of the Perverse” (p.17). The Imp itself is presented as a supernatural, unsettling being, and as something that is a real entity, playing on the reader’s fears of an alien being lurking within them which has the
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